March 18, 2009

Region Four

4600 Giant Springs Rd.
Great Falls, MT 59405
(406) 454-5840

Ladies and Gentlemen:

Fish, Wildlife & Parks, Region Four, has previously idigited a Draft Environmental Assessment
for the proposed Neal Ranch Land Acquisition of 3,278 atweated east of and adjacent to the
Sun River Wildlife Management Area. After reviewing the DrafviEbonmental Assessment,

public comment, and public support FWP received for thipgsal, | conclude that any impacts
associated with the proposed alternative would not have ais@grifmpact on the physical or
human environment. With these considerations and furthercamest to the draft EA contained
herein, this Environmental Assessment becomes Final andyisdute appropriate level of analysis
for the proposed action. An environmental impact stateisert required.

Based upon the Final Environmental Assessment, public conandrihe public’s desire to acquire
important elk winter range habitat, it is my decision to revemd the Department and the Fish,
Wildlife and Parks Commission acquire the Neal Ranch propedyappend it to the Sun River
Wildlife Management Area, pending available funds.

Sincerely,

Graham Taylor
Acting Region Four Supervisor

Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks



ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT DECISION NOTICE
for the Neal Ranch Land Acquisition
Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks
Region 4, Great Falls
March 2009

Preface

On January 15 2009, Montana Fish, Wildlife & Paiiké/P) Region Four issued a
draft environmental assessment (EA) for the propd$sal Ranch Land Acquisition.
A 32-day public comment period commenced at tima¢ti The proposed acquisition
lies immediately east of and adjacent to the SweRWVildlife Management Area
(SRWMA) and if acquired by FWP would be added ® 8RWMA. The purchase
price to FWP is $5,600,000.

Proposed Action and Background

Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks proposes the acdigisiof 3,278 acres in fee title from
the Neal Ranch. The property would be incorporatemexisting SRWMA
management practices and would conserve importiamtieter range habitat. Since
it's formation in 1948, the SRWMA'’s primary functidias been to maintain important
elk winter range habitat. Unfortunately, due t@woutilization of vegetation by
persistent long-term seasonal elk grazing, sigaifigortions of the SRWMA are
increasingly declining in vegetative quality andagtity. Over 50 years of vegetative
data collected from 1955 - 2008 portray declinelsdalth, vigor and abundance of
desired native perennial grasses throughout the R\&kcept in areas that elk do not
use as winter range. Currently, the opportunitgdquire the proposed Neal Ranch
property is considered a high priority by FWP téphenprove long-term habitat
management on the SRWMA.

In addition to serving as important elk winter rariwabitat, its acquisition will conserve
in perpetuity significant intermountain grasslamd aiparian habitat that is important
to many other species of wildlife. The land woaldo be accessible to seasonal (May
15 — December 1) recreational use to include hgntirking, camping, wildlife

viewing, and photography.

Project Proposal Terms

In proposing to acquire the Neal Ranch, FWP sezkseet the following needs:



+ Protect and enhance native prairie and mountaitiiibgrassland and riparian
habitat communities;

+ Provide additional winter range habitat for the KRiver elk herd;

- Manage wildlife and potential fisheries habitatisustainable manner to support
priority fish and wildlife species;

+ Provide public access to over 3,200 acres of coatis habitat that is currently
limited in its recreational uses;

+ Provide access for public hunting, wildlife viewjrigking, and opportunity for other
public recreational users;

+ Protect wildlife habitat and potential fisherresources from incompatible land uses
or development and potential loss of public acteskose resources;

Montana Environmental Policy Act

Fish, Wildlife & Parks is required by the Montanaviionmental Policy Act (MEPA)
to assess potential impacts of a proposed actitmetbuman and physical
environment. The Montana Environmental Policy dicects state agencies to ensure
that the public is informed of and has the oppadtyuio participate in the decision
making process. Fish, Wildlife & Parks preparedtat EA, management plan and
socio-economic analysis that identified the potdrgnvironmental and social impacts
of this acquisition.

Description of Proposed Action and Alternatives

Fish, Wildlife & Parks developed two viable altetinas to the proposed action.

No Action- Under the No Action Alternative, FWP would naké advantage of an
opportunity to acquire fee title of the 3,278 aarader consideration from the Neal
Ranch. The Neal Ranch would then either contiouese the property as a working
cattle ranch/hay operation or sell the propertgtteer unidentified parties.

Third Party Purchase w/ FWP conservation easer@titer private parties have
expressed interest in this property. If fee fiilechase by FWP is not completed, the
opportunity exists for other private parties towog this property. If the latter were to
occur, FWP would investigate the possibility of ghasing a conservation easement
with the new owners provided interests and thentred needs of both parties could be
met. The Neal Ranch is not interested in sellicgraservation easement.

Environmental and Social Impacts Draft Environmentd Impacts

Fish, Wildlife & Parks analyzed the environmentapiacts of the proposed action, no-
action and third party purchase with FWP conseovagiasement alternative in the draft
EA. The draft EA did not identify any significa@hvironmental or socio-economic
impacts from the proposed acquisition or consepnatiasement. Fish, Wildlife &
Parks will continue to pay taxes on the propeRish, Wildlife & Parks does not
anticipate any significant social or biologicallgtdriorating development of the
property, but the land would be available for seasoecreational use. If approved,



FWP will develop a more detailed management plasooperation with the general
public and groups such as the Sun River Workingu@.ro

Public Process and Comments

In compliance with the Montana Environmental Polwt and state statute, a draft EA,
management plan and socio-economic analysis wepaped and released on January
15, 2009, for a 32-day public review through 5:001p Sunday, February 15, 2009.
Fish, Wildlife & Parks mailed copies of the drath Emanagement plan, and socio-
economic analysis to 43 individuals or entitieg)udding all neighboring property
owners, sportsman groups, and other interestegkpaNotices were placed in four
newspapers (Great Falls Tribune; The Choteau Aeafithe Fairfield Sun Times; and
Helena Independent Record) as well as one stataveis release and on the Fish,
Wildlife & Parks web page. A public hearing to eae comment on the EA was held
January 27, 2009 at the Augusta High School GymnasiCopies of the draft EA,
management plan and socio-economic analysis wede azilable at the FWP Region
four headquarters in Great Falls and at the Fradzke WMA field office.

Public participation is a mechanism for agenciesaiasider substantive comments on a
proposal. A total of 45 individuals submitted wait comments and of those, 39
respondents were in support of FWP acquiring thal Ranch, 5 respondents were
opposed, and 1 respondent did not clearly dedtesie support or opposition to the
proposed action. There were also an additionaMevbal comments taken through the
public hearing and considered in this analysis.

Those who support the Neal Ranch acquisition ¢hedollowing reasonst) Help

solve the elk population / winter forage proble@)sTake advantage of the availability
of funds: federal Pittman-Robertson dollars, ttabitat Montana dollars and the
charitable donation from the Conservation Funadyig)ht not get the opportunity again
to purchase this land; 4) Conserve habitat richaagdsnative vegetative species; 5)
Conserve or enhance fish and wildlife values; @ydase public access opportunities;
7) Relieve neighboring landowners from occasionatev elk presence; 8) Benefits to
future generations of public as public land; 9)allbetter opportunity for public
access to adjacent public BLM and DNRC lands.

Those who did not support the acquisition of th@alNRanch cited the following
reasons: 1) FWP should not own any more lan@h2)purchase should be delayed
until local and national economic conditions impp8) The EA was poorly written
and had limited factual information; 4) The langbi®sphorous deficient; 5) We do not
need additional winter range for elk.

Below is a summary of the comments and questiacewed and FWP responses to the
feedback. Other questions and concerns were notiée icomments, however those
were not within the scope of the draft EA. Sevefahese comments were geared
towards management practices noted within the agparanagement plan document.
These comments will be taken into consideration@lwith other public input when a
management plan is further developed and finalized.



Comments:

1. Habitat guestions, concerns and impacts

a. There is no quantitative data showing how veyetaondition on the
existing SRWMA will improve by acquiring the additial land.

FWP response: Since 1955, FWP has been conducejation
surveys, inventories and investigations on the SRWRstace, 2006).
The data collected has been and continues to lmedans of both
qualitative (e.g., photo plots) and quantitativeg(epercent plant
canopy cover estimates) measurements. Data cleatigate declining
vigor for at least two of the three native grasgesigh fescue and Idaho
fescue) proven most palatable and nutritious to €llhe most recent
survey data continue to show similar trends. Tlhlothe investigations
of FWP plant ecologist Bob Harrington, several sitathin the WMA
monitored for plant composition and productivitgrit 1997 — 2008
demonstrate an overall decline in grass productidarrington,
personal communication, 2009). The reduced aboweng biomass
results in several negative ecological responseb s1$ decreased solar
energy capture and conversion to biomass, increased ground,
increased soil surface temperatures and a sevateateon in biomass
production. All of these responses are pushingsdgetation community
to a transition threshold that could result in ap@nent shift away
from preferred native grasses and forbs.

Vegetation data collected within vegetation exaleswon the WMA
demonstrates a positive response when overgragistppped. This
implies that the vegetative community may positivespond to a
reduced level of elk grazing. Whether we measwadtditional value
of the land to elk in animal unit months, elk manthr vegetative
condition, current use of the land already demaatsts the importance
of the area as winter range habitat. With moreafyer available for elk
consumption, we expect better elk distribution hedce, a long-term
positive effect on existing over utilized portimisthe SRWMA.. It is the
goal of FWP and groups such as the Sun River Wg&iroup (formed
in 2006) to continue to work together to improvévevegetation
conditions on the SRWMA.

b. Is FWP not managing wildlife habitat in the begsitable manner now?

FWP response: Previous attempts or investigatiotesusing
management techniques such as salting, herdingating, fertilizing,
grazing and burning resulted in no long-term beciafivalue related to
manipulating elk grazing patterns and/or improvieggetative
conditions. Purchasing the Neal property is coastd a high priority
by FWP to improve both quality and quantity of eutty over utilized
native perennial grasses.



c. Can the condition of the rough fescue grassuamtified on the
SRWMA?

FWP response: Vegetation data collected from 192008 by Bob
Harrington (FWP plant ecologist) shows that the S®AMough fescue
community is being suppressed by heavy grazingoube point where
no seed production, germination or establishmeptiurring among
this and other preferred native grass species. magrity of current
measurements for rough fescue portray an overallioke in percent
canopy cover in sampled areas outside of the végataxclosures.

2. Is the limiting factor of available winter rangelitat a common management
tool upon which population objectives are basedifeas outside the SRWMA?

FWP response: Yes. Other areas within the staik at available
winter forage as one tool to help manage overafiydation objectives.
When setting population objectives for big gamegsen Montana, all
variables are analyzed and evaluated to establigbatives. These
variables may include predation rates, availabl@lify winter, summer
and transitional range habitat, public demand, pui@ for increases in
disease risk, landowner tolerance, and traditionafd size and sex/age
ratio trends.

3. Elk biology questions.

a. What is the yearly ratio of calf to adult elkdaa that more important
now than having winter habitat?

FWP response: Table 1. summarizes annual cowatads. Winter
range habitat in its most productive condition entral to maintaining
and enhancing herd survivorship (to include calves)

b. What does long-term health and quality of the River elk herd mean?

FWP response: Fish, Wildlife and Parks monitoms litng-term health
and quality of the Sun River herd through survdysnoual calf and
yearling recruitment, animal health and condititrunter harvest
records, quantity and quality of mature bulls, aieherd age structure,
and trends in population.

4. Fish presence and recreational opportunity.
FWP response: Currently, we do not know if fidiainit the property.

Appropriate field surveys of fish distribution, atolance and availability
will be scheduled upon acquisition.



5. The terms under the EA are biased towards thehpae by FWP over private
owners. There is consistent language through@uE# stating that private
land is bad and public land is good.

FWP response: Private landowners along the Roc&yrithin Front
provide the backbone of fish and wildlife habitahservation practices.
The Rocky Mountain Front ecosystem has provemjp®itance for not
only wildlife, but also traditional agricultural aggations. Agricultural
landowners on the Rocky Mountain Front understdredvialue of the
land from both business and wildlife points of vaavd demonstrate that
their industry and wildlife can coexist within nagihabitats. In the
future, it will continue to be important for FWP werk with private
landowners when developing and employing wildlitmagement
practices.

6. Is this the best use of public money? Whetkascomparison of other
properties available for purchase by MFWP in tla¢est Where is it shown that
this land should be one of the highest used oktiwsds compared to other
lands?

FWP response: Land project proposals with a wikdémphasis from
around the state are considered by MFWP on a semisal basis. That
process includes an internal ranking of projectpoeals to determine
priority status based upon criteria to include, lmait limited to, habitat
quality and enhancement opportunities, sufficienfoyonservation
terms, threat status, recreational opportunity, extual and
geographic setting, unique characteristics and eferate species
composition. All projects must conform to the &tadle Habitat Plan
and Habitat Montana Policy. Upon successful revaawl ranking, any
ranked project is then submitted to the MontandnFéldlife and Parks
Commission for their review and consideration. yYompon Commission
review and approval does a land proposal become@eind move into
Project status whereby active consideration ofghaperty, to include
appraisal and negotiation processes, begin. Adkthefforts remain of
record with MFWP and are open for public review.

7. Who is the Conservation Fund?

FWP response: The Conservation Fund is a natipnahte
organization that helps government agencies, lanst$ and nonprofit
organizations acquire and conserve land for rec@athabitat, historic
and cultural values. Visit http://www.conservafiomd.orgfor further
information.




8. What is the Appraisal process?

FWP response: A licensed appraiser is requiredalyto provide an
objective statement regarding the true market valune property.
The Nicolet Appraisal Company was selected fromtaf qualified
appraisers that was acceptable to FWP, the Congienv&und and the
Neal Ranch. As of February 5, 2009, market value for the praobs
3,278 acres is $6,375,000. The appraisal is cutydoeing reviewed
and will be available through FWP state officedHielena after review
has been completed and approved by FWP and theFislsand
Wildlife Service. Federal review of the appraiaall process is
necessary owing to the potential use of federatBlRirs (see Public
Process and Comments section above and Q/A #1aw)el

9. What does “a Bargain Sale to the state of Manthanks to charitable dollars
raised by the Conservation Fund to advance priaaids conservation along the
Rocky Mountain Front” mean?

FWP response: The Conservation Fund has raisedjwicharitable
funds to assist in conservation efforts on the Rdd&untain Front.
Those funds will be used to assist the Conserv&tio’s purchase of
the property and lower the cost of the property nveeld to FWP (the
Conservation Fund will donate $775,000 towardspghechase). FWP’s
purchase price is $5,600,000 (the draft EA incotiseitientified the
price to be $5,500,000). This acquisition stijueres FWP
Commission approval and approval of the State LRodrd. If the
acquisition is not approved, the Conservation Furiltinot hold the

property.
10. What and how many game and non-game speciesiaily use this land now?

FWP response: Montana’s Comprehensive Fish andliféil
Conservation Strategy (2005) identifies a totaB62 terrestrial species
(9 amphibians, 73 mammals, 270 birds and 10 regtileat are found to
inhabit the Rocky Mountain Front Foothills FocusAr That document
identifies individual species, their threat statusl relative abundance.

11. Increased recreational use and public access.

a. How much increased recreational use will ocagria the price of $5.5
million worth the extra use?

FWP response: Public access is an important corapbaf the
proposal. However, it is secondary to managinghakitat for native
wildlife species. A portion of the funds to beduf® this project (and
used for the initial SRWMA purchase) come fronedeffal excise tax on
firearms and ammunition commonly known as Pittmaberson funds.
Recreational use cannot be quantified for the priypat this time. The



recreational benefits derived from this purchask agcrue on-site and
throughout the elk herd’s range as a product ofaerded wildlife
management capabilities already described.

b. Will there be seasonal closures to public uB®?ou anticipate any
changes or problems with the management of theeptpphere the
Sun Canyon Road crosses the property?

FWP response: The proposed property will folloe $ame opening
and closure status of the current SRWMA: open Meay December 1.
The seasonal winter closure is aimed at limitingnlan disturbances
and conflicts with wintering elk. The Sun Canyonorty road and its
proximity to the property should present no addiibmanagement
complications.

c. What are other “compatible uses” for recreaticisa?

FWP response: Other compatible uses include hadehlding, bird
watching, wildlife viewing, camping, trapping, nmbain biking on
designated roads, and the host of seasonal reanealtiopportunities
already offered on the SRWMA.

d. What is FWP proposing regarding the adjacentaiepent of Natural
Resources and Conservation and Bureau of Land Mameagf lands?

FWP response: The Department of Natural Resouands
Conservation and Bureau of Land Management lansisudsed in the
EA are not part of the purchase. Except for thditahal avenues of
access provided to these public lands, their mamesye remains
independent of the proposal.

12. Is the EA saying that any land development teaSRWMA will harm the
long-term health and quality of the Sun River etkd? What is incompatible
land use and development?

FWP response: Certain land developments couldebendental to the
long-term health and quality of the Sun River helrtcompatible land
uses or developments that generate concern are thas may cause
deteriorating habitat conditions or disturbancesding elk to winter in
unwanted or less beneficial areas. Examples afelieclude
subdivision and public presence corridors.

13. What kind of access will the Neal Ranch havéh&oirrigation ditch in the
southeast portion of the property?

FWP response: The Neal family will have the righingress/egress to
maintain the irrigation ditch.



14. The EA identifies three important habitats @ed of protection. How are these
lands unprotected now?

FWP response: The three most important habitatseied of protection
have been identified through implementation offidé® Commission
Habitat Montana Policy (1993). Two of these hatsit@gntermountain
grassland and riparian) are present on the proposeguisition. The
Habitat Montana program contains criteria to evaleaidentify and
rank proposed land projects in relation to socetplogical and
biological importance. Through this process, treaNRanch has been
identified as a high priority for habitat conseriu@ti. Throughout
Montana, these habitat types are recognized as e most
imperiled owing to their geographic distributiorrogluctivity and
proximity to human population centers.

15. Is the EA stating that any natural resourcdagation is a threat to this habitat
or the entire Rocky Mountain Front? What will FW® in the future to limit
any kind of exploration of these natural resou@eshe property?

FWP response: Fish, Wildlife & Parks is not oppbse natural
resource exploration as long as the effects orbtbgical and
ecological communities can be mitigated (e.g., @ealsuse constraints,
habitat restoration and mitigation and appropriatenitoring efforts).
The acquisition does not include mineral or subetefrights.

However, similar to the existing SRWMA, FWP wiltkio constrain
such explorations by demonstrating the biologiaad @cological value
of the land.

16. Will there be a baseline inventory and locatianted for invasive weeds?

FWP response: Fish, Wildlife & Parks would workweounty weed
district managers and the Greenfields IrrigatiorsDict to initiate any
weed control processes as well as conducting baselventories to
map any additional areas of concern.

17. Why will Trumpeter swans use the proposed ptgpe

FWP response: The Rocky Mountain Front and assediaater
resources are an important aspect to Trumpeter swagmnation. The
body of water found on this property is one compboéthis migration
corridor. Historical Trumpeter Swan breeding haltihas been
identified along the Rocky Mountain Front, to irdduthe SRWMA and
vicinity.

18. What are the current conditions of the freskwpbnd on the property?

FWP response: The current conditions of the fregbnpond on the
property are unknown. An irrigation canal feeds tiody of water, so



water levels fluctuate throughout the year. Furtberveys will be
conducted and management opportunities exploréekiproperty is
acquired.

19. How will FWP handle future elk problems to adjat lands on the new
property?

FWP response: Fish, Wildlife & Parks does not exjrecreased elk
use on private lands. Fish, Wildlife & Parks wikat potential elk
damage problems the same way we treat existinggmrabon lands
adjacent to the SRWMA. These include herdingnigamaintaining
boundary fences, cooperating with landowners, anttinuing to
investigate how to improve vegetative conditionshenSRWMA and
acquired land to sustain elk use.

20. Is FWP going to conduct a hazardous maternimigey before the purchase is
finalized?

FWP response: A condition of the purchase is éhBhase |

Environmental Audit be completed on the propeltyuring that Audit
there were evidence of contamination, soil testwogld be completed.
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Table 1. Winter elk surveys in parts of HDs 424, 425 a#d,4982-present. These are “Sun
River elk". Nearly all are typically counted oretERWMA while smaller amounts may be

observed on adjacent private, state or BLM progedind/or along the north fork of the Sun River
(USFS). Estimated numbers of spikes, calves awd aoe approximations based on observed

ratios. Summer calf ratios are from the previauarser and provide a pre-winter production

potential.
YEAR WINTER | WINTER | WINTER | WINTER | WINTER | WINTER | WINTER | SUMMER
WINTER | OBSERV. | SPIKE/ EST. CALF / EST. EST. TOTAL CALF /
ENDED BTB's 100 COWS | SPIKE 100 CALF COW | OBSERV. | 100 COWS
CcCows

1982 15¢ 230¢ 46
198: 52 225( 36
198¢ 98 199t 38
198t 15¢ 34 250: 38
198¢ 13t 33 215: 33
198: 137 33 2317 39
198¢ 144 213¢ 39
198¢ 124 269( 37
199( 172 2571

19¢1 20C 30 176¢€ 39
1992 44 1927 48
1997 297 228: 45
199 170¢ 28
199t 24( 8 72 32 28¢ 90C 1502 51
199¢ 22¢€ 10 11C 30 33( 110( 177% 23
1997 23¢ 60 22 264 120( 177%

199¢ 232 28 27 24¢ 92( 1431 40
199¢ 16C 114 33 41€ 127( 1977 40
200( 20C 8 11F 26 37% 143( 211¢

2001 19¢ 10 15Z 26 39¢ 153: 228: 28
200z 264 7 11¢ 36 60C 165¢ 263¢ 48
200: 22t 4 74 19 35z 186( 2511

200¢ 22C 4 71 35 477 177¢ 269: 32
200t 182 3 60 20 39¢ 199 263: 37
200¢ 301 8 15Z 31 591 1907 295;

2007 2€0 8 15¢ 19 37¢€ 201: 277¢

200¢ 25¢ 10 18¢ 14 26E 184~ 2,60z







